Tinnitus

For members of a scene where a person’s hearing is integral to how they enjoy themselves, it seems quite extraordinary how blasé many of us can be about the damage that can be wrought on our ears from an average night out. Thankfully, attitudes seem to be changing as clubbers and DJs become aware not only of the dangers posed by repeated exposure to excessive levels of noise but also of the steps that can be taken to help minimise the harm that can accrue from them.
For the majority of people, the first thing to come to mind when considering this issue will probably be tinnitus – something commonly associated with a persistent ringing in the ears (there being no external source) but which can, depending on the individual, also take the form of many different noises such as buzzing, whooshing, hissing, crackling or even a combination of these and other sounds. We spoke with two sufferers and a Dublin hearing specialist to try to gain some insight into this condition and how it affects people.

John Cass has been a practicing audiologist for nearly 30 years and is Managing Director of Frank Cass & Sons in Kimmage, Dublin. In his experience he has found that the most common cause of tinnitus in young people is regular contact with high noise levels and gives the unfortunately oft ignored advice: ‘If you come out of a nightclub or gig with your ears ringing and this persists, listen to your body because it is trying to tell you this was not a good idea.’ He makes the point though that tinnitus is a symptom rather than a disease and that the causes can be quite varied, including a blow to the head or most interestingly as the result of certain substances ingested. It is known that aspirin and quinine can cause the complaint but Mr Cass warns that use of recreational drugs and alcohol may also lead to what is termed ototoxicity, that is, poisoning of the ear, whose symptoms include tinnitus. Moreover, it is worth noting that the condition has also been linked to low serotonin levels, which given the depletion of this neurotransmitter known to be caused by ecstasy could be cause for concern. Regrettably, research into this area is in its infancy, meaning that there are many unanswered questions that need to be dealt with.
Nevertheless, it still remains that the primary source of any ear damage club-goers may experience will be from the volumes experienced during the course of their night. Mr Cass is unequivocal about this point saying, ‘I have to start by making it clear that I do not object to loud music but there is a difference between loud stimulating music and noise hazard. The levels in a lot of Irish clubs are hazardous and are causing damage to hearing.’ In fact, we discussed some measurements taken by an acquaintance of his which found that levels of over 110dB were not uncommon in many establishments. To put this into perspective: that is equivalent to the noise of an aeroplane taking off. He adds, ‘My own personal opinion is that reasons for this are often more complex than one might think. Some of it is due to bad sound systems. I find it strange that many clubs will spend huge amounts on decor and very little on the audio system. Some of the problem is due to bad use of sound equipment by inexperienced operators, but it must be said that due to many proper courses being run throughout the country this is improving. And some of the problems are due to greed of owners who insist on the volume of the music being high because if you can’t talk you might drink.’ 
Pinpointing the cause of his tinnitus as the sound levels at gigs he was attending and his work environment Joe Brady first became aware of a problem with his ears about two and a half years ago, saying, ‘I first noticed something was wrong when I was at a show where a ridiculously loud heavy rock band were playing... It didn’t come on gradually it came about as a direct result of standing too close to speakers. Then it worsened over time from working in a music shop and going to clubs.’ Unfortunately, circumstances prevented him from seeking doctor’s advice until several months after the symptoms appeared, ‘I was in Spain at the time and couldn’t receive the same medical attention as I could have had I been in Ireland. I didn’t get properly diagnosed until about half a year later, something I deeply regret because the quicker you act the greater chance you have of overcoming it.’ As a person with unusually sensitive hearing to begin with, this has obviously impacted on his life in numerous ways, he explains, ‘I had to give up going clubbing on a regular basis, music in most nightclubs is just too loud and dangerous for my ears. Last year when I was working in the music shop and going to clubs more often, it got so bad that I was getting pains in the back of my head and shoulder.’ Aside from the physical aspects and all the accompanying discomfort that entailed Joe also had to deal with the psychological impact of this chronic ailment, ‘I dropped out of my final year in college because of it, it caused a significant amount of depression; I could never DJ in a normal club setup and I can never listen to music in the same way I could before.’ 
Luckily, not everyone’s experiences of the condition are as traumatic as Joe’s, which is not to trivialise those experiences because there is no escaping that tinnitus will have a large effect on the sufferer’s life regardless of the severity. For Lisa, the realisation of her problem was more gradual, she says, ‘When I was nineteen or twenty, I was going to a lot of gigs and listening to my Walkman every day. I noticed after a couple years that the ringing that I would usually hear after a night out was constantly there all day and night. I wasn’t too bothered at the time though as noises from everyday things would drown it out and I got used to it.’ After waiting a short while she visited the doctor where she received an auditory evaluation and was informed that while her hearing was fine for the most part her ability to hear the frequencies associated with human speech had been affected. Although she wouldn’t categorise her tinnitus as severe, Lisa does acknowledge that it is deteriorating and that she has had to change certain aspects of her life as a consequence, ‘It’s slowly getting worse but isn’t at a severe stage...yet! I don't go to as many clubnights or listen to my iPod as much as I used to and I’d definitely be more careful about where I stand or sit when I’m out. If I stand too close to the speakers it physically hurts and the ringing afterwards can be quite intense but in general the level of ringing I hear is OK because I'm so used to it.’ And this last point is quite pertinent, as it is by learning to live with these unwanted sounds in their ear that people can make things tolerable and get on with their lives.
The Irish Tinnitus Association (ITA) seeks to combat what they see as the profusion of myths that surround the syndrome. They contend that nearly ‘85 per cent of those who experience tinnitus do not find it intrusive, disturbing or anxiety provoking.’ They note that those who do become distressed tend to constantly monitor their condition and thus magnify it, possibly believing that they have a serious illness or that the sound will keep getting louder and louder regardless of anything done to mitigate the symptoms or even erroneously thinking that tinnitus can lead to deafness despite no research having shown this to be the case.  The ITA maintains that ‘the main difference is that those who find tinnitus troublesome perceive it as a threat, rather than something of little or no consequence.  Just as an animal alerted to danger by the sound of a predator focuses solely on that sound in order to survive, so those who consider that tinnitus is a threat or warning signal are unable to do anything but listen to it.  It is part of the mechanism that humans have developed for self preservation, although clearly in this situation it is not working to our advantage.’
This all acts as a barrier to what they believe is the most effective way of dealing with the problem, a process called habituation. Habituation involves a lengthy training of the ears to help the person learn to filter out the noises they hear incessantly whilst also helping the sufferer to stop seeing their tinnitus as posing a threat. It harnesses a skill that everybody already has for otherwise we would never be able to focus in on specific sounds even when background noise is high or go to sleep when we live near a busy road. ‘Once the tinnitus no longer presents a threat, however loud it is or however unpleasant it may seem, it can begin to diminish and in many cases may not be heard for long periods of time.  Obviously, this is all very well to say as very firmly held beliefs are hard to change.  Retraining the auditory system to think of the aforementioned sounds as something other than a menace or warning signal can take months and sometimes even years.’
Of course, it is quite clear that trying to prevent this damage in the first place is the most logical step for a person to take. The National Association for the Deaf provide some common sense advice on their website for those attending loud gigs and concerts which includes taking regular breaks from the music to give your ears a rest, dancing away from the speakers, varying where you stand in the audience and wearing reusable earplugs. This last point dovetails neatly with the work John Cass does at his clinic in Kimmage where he provides a range of specially moulded earplugs that are uniquely fitted to the person purchasing them.  The important thing to note here is that they filter out noise across all frequencies meaning the sound is attenuated and not distorted. Mr Cass says ‘The idea of customised musicians’ ear plugs is to take the hazard out of the sound rather than taking the sound out.  There are several types of filters (9/15/25 decibels) available depending on the audio environment of the user. These ear plugs are designed for anybody who is regularly participating in music events, i.e., musicians, DJs, sound engineers and people who regularly attend nightclubs or have a serious interest in music. These people would be unwise not to take precautions to protect their hearing. It should also be noted that they ought to have audiometric tests on an ongoing basis to monitor their hearing.’ 
It seems safe to say that nearly all of us fall into one or more of the categories listed above and that there have definitely been times when we have abused our ears in a reckless manner. We need to be aware that those incidents can have long and wide-ranging consequences and that now might be the time to start considering them; so it seems fitting to end with Joe’s take on tinnitus, ‘the best advice I can give is: don’t get it in the first place.’ 
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